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Introduction
Saturday, July 19, 1958. On page five of The New York Times, the top headline read,
“Iraqi Rebel Figure Says New Regime Will Postpone Merger with Nasser Bloc”. At the end of
the article, the Western World got its first glimpse into what occurred in Baghdad five days
earlier on July 14, 1958. Richard Hunt, longtime foreign affairs correspondent for the Times and
NBC News, reported, “About 3 o’clock in the morning on Monday [July 14], a crowd of soldiers
and civilians gathered outside the palace and set it afire. The King, his uncle, Crown Prince
Abdul Ilah [‘Abd al-Ilah], and the Crown Prince’s mother were driven into a garden by the
smoke.”1 Once the rebels breached the garden, a firefight ensued, killing all the members of the
family and several of the rebels. The most gruesome detail was spared until the end of the article:
“The Crown Prince’s body was hung outside the Ministry of Defense where… he had hung two
opponents of the Government hung some years ago… [T]he body was later given to the mob,
which cut it to pieces.”2 Another significant Iraqi figure, Nuri al-Said, met a similar fate. Angry
Iraqis exhumed his buried body, repeatedly running it over with municipal buses until the former
Prime Minister’s corpse was mutilated beyond identification.3
On February 1, 1958, Pan-Arab National reached it apex with the creation of the United
Arab Republic (UAR) between Egypt and Syria. To outside observers, this was possibly the
beginning of an expansive Pan-Arab, Nasserist union that could break the imperialist
organization of Middle Eastern nation-states. However, in 1961, the UAR and Nasser’s grand
vision collapsed when the Syrians rebelled and emerged again as an independent state from

Richard P Hunt, “Iraqi Rebel Figure Says New Regime Will Postpone Merger With Nasser Bloc: BAGHDAD
MAKES A PROMISE ON OIL Says Western Rights Will Be Respected - How Faisal Died Is Described,” The New
York Times, July 19, 1958, p. 5.
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Egypt. Often depicted as the peak and lone example of a Pan-Arab union, the United Arab
Republic was not the only entity of its kind in the post-colonial Arab world. Pan-Arab
philosophy had also manifested in other forms as contemporaries to the United Arab Republic,
most notably the Arab Federation, a joint monarchy formed in 1958 between the Hashemite
Kings of Iraq and Jordan, in response to the union between Egypt and Syria. While King Hussein
and King Faisal II, cousins through their fathers, began to forge the basis of a long-term
Hashemite union, the Arab Federation was short lived. That summer, Iraqi revolutionaries took
advantage of recent military mobilizations to stage a revolt that ended in regicide of King Faisal
II and the dissolution of the Arab Federation. Following the secession of Syria from the UAR in
1961, any aspirations of a Pan-Arab union in the region quickly began to fade. While other
leaders have tried to replicate the UAR, true Pan-Arabism died with Nasser in 1970. While not a
manifestation of true political unity, the lasting legacy of Pan-Arabism can be seen in the region
today through organizations like the Arab League and other international organizations that
facilitate regional cooperation.
The primary sources available from the period are scarce, but still illuminating. To
establish historical context around Nasser and his ideology, pre-modern writings on Arab
Nationalism, like those of Rifa’a Rafi’ al-Tahtawi and Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, will be situated
as precursors in Pan-Arabism. In the modern period, major autobiographical works and political
treatises will be employed to explore the various ideologies of regional leaders. For Egypt and
the UAR, Nasser’s Egypt’s Liberation and the Constitution of the United Arab Republic will be
used to situate Nasser in the larger Pan-Arab movement. For the Arab Federation, Peter Snow’s
Hussein: A Biography provides insight on the young king’s mindset at the time of the Arab
Federation. Dissidents, like Michel Aflaq and the Baathist figures in Syria and Iraq and
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advocates of Pan-Islamism, show the weaknesses in the Pan-Arab experiment and thus must be
included in the conversation. Finally, documents from Foreign Relations of the United States fill
in the gaps of other translated primary sources.
Secondary scholarship on the United Arab Republic and the Arab Federation falls into
two periods. Works of the early period, composed during the existence of the unions or in their
immediate aftermath, reflected on the historical foundations of Pan-Arabism and Arab
Nationalism and made predictions about the future and sustainability of such unions. Some
scholars even expressed excitement regarding the early successes of the United Arab Republic.
Research of the later period, beginning in the mid-to-late 1960s, attempted to examine the
downfall of Pan-Arabism. Some scholars, like Monte Palmer, claimed that the forces of
fragmentation were systemic, rather than blaming Nasser or Syrian Baathists. Especially after the
death of Nasser in 1970, scholars and analysts begin to argue that Pan-Arabism died with its
Egyptian champion, as exemplified by Fouad Ajami’s 1978 article in Foreign Affairs.
Contemporary scholarship (since 1990) has given more attention to the Arab Federation as a
reaction to United Arab Republic. Albert Hourani and Arthur Goldschmidt, arguably the two of
the most renowned Middle East historians of the late-twentieth and twenty-first centuries,
establish a link between Nasser and the 1958 revolution in Iraq and the regional factor that
contributed to the rise and fall of Pan-Arabism over approximately a decade. Fawaz Gerges and
Roby Barrett have also written extensively on the involvement of the United States and the
Soviet Union in the Arab affairs between 1953 and 1967. Despite its acknowledgement in recent
scholarship, however, there is a significant vacuum of research on the Arab Federation and its
short tenure. The magna opera on this topic are Jan Morris’s 2012 The Hashemite Kings and Orit
Bashkin’s 2010 The Other Iraq: Pluralism and Culture in Hashemite Iraq, but even they treat
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the Arab Federation as just one subset of a larger whole. The present study attempts to fill the
scholarly gap identified by Rashid Khalidi in 1991: “…scholars working on one region are often
isolated from experts on other regions, there is little synthesis of the history of various Arab
national movements in the context of world history after World War I.”4 Aiming to illuminate
the history of the forgotten Arab Federation, this analysis draws together primary sources and
secondary scholarship to tell the story of 1958 and its aftermath.
While Pan-Arabism can be cast in the same vein as other failed political experiments
such as Soviet Communism and European Fascism, such a classification would be an
oversimplification of twentieth-century Arab history. The collapse of Gamal Abdel Nasser’s
United Arab Republic is the vilified case-study to which observers point as evidence for PanArabism’s shortcomings. Yet upon further examination of the United Arab Republic and its
Hashemite counterpart, the Arab Federation, one can see that Pan-Arabism was not a doomed
ideology from the onset. Rather, the varying interpretations of Pan-Arabism and the paradigm
shift in the late-twentieth century toward different ideologies are what led to the collapse of PanArab unions. In fact, legacies of Pan-Arabist political thought can still be found in the political
order of the modern Middle East. In the mid-twentieth century, Pan-Arabism appeared to be a
stable and strong ideology to defend the Arab world against future Western intervention and
Zionism. Yet in the end, the downfall of the Pan-Arab experiment was the ideology that seemed
to support it the most: differing interpretations of Arab Nationalism and competing regional
worldviews.

Rashid Khalidi, “Arab Nationalism: Historical Problems in the Literature,” The American Historical Review 93,
no. 5 (December 1993): pp. 1363-1373.
4
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How did the Arab Federation devolve into the brutal murder of the Iraqi royal family? To
find the answer, one must look to the origins of Arab Nationalism and the factors that led to the
Pan-Arabism’s quick rise and destructive demise.
Pan-Arabism: A Historical Overview to 1949
Nationalist Beginnings in the Arab World: al-Tahtawi, al-Afghani, and Zaidan
The beginnings of nationalism in the Arab world can be traced back centuries. However,
one of the most widely known philosophies in the early modern period is that of Egyptian
polymath Rifa’a Rafi’ al-Tahtawi (1801-1873). Al-Tahtawi, one of the great thinkers associated
with the nineteenth-century [ النهضةNahda], penned his proposed reforms for Egypt centered
around the idea of [ وطنwaTan], the “homeland.” To the scholar, every Egyptian should be proud
to call Egypt their motherland: “if we show some of the merits of the mother of the world and of
the blessings [that is, Egypt], which is the quiver of God in His land, it appears to us that it is
considered the first of all homelands in the world, which deserves its children’s hearts to be
inclined toward it.”5 Al-Tahtawi also sang Egypt’s historical praises, referring to how its kings
are called “mighty one” in the Qur’an. As a language teacher and translator, al-Tahtawi admired
Allah for uniting all Egyptians, and Arabs more generally, under one language, so “that they
would be to one another like the members of one family….”6 Al-Tahtawi’s emphasis on the
uniting power of the Arabic language (something he undoubtedly observed about the French
during his stay in France between 1826 and 1831) was an extremely important perspective that
would be adopted by twentieth-century Pan-Arabists.

Rifa‘a Rafi‘ al-Tahtawi, “The Extraction of Gold or An Overview of Paris & The Honest Guide for Girls and
Boys,” in Modernist Islam, 1840-1940: A Sourcebook, ed. Charles Kurzman (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press,
2010), p. 2.
6
Ibid., p. 4.
5
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On the other side of the Arab world from al-Tahtawi, Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (18381897), an Islamic scholar of either Iranian or Afghan origin, wrote on Islamic modernism and
Islamic unity. Traveling extensively through Western and Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and
South Asia in the late nineteenth century, al-Afghani attempted to convince Muslims to master
science and technology as a means of resisting European imperialism. “From Edirne to
Peshawar, there is an uninterrupted sequence of Islamic states, united in the religion of the
Koran, numbering no less than 50 millions [sic], distinguished by courage and bravery,” wrote
al-Afghani. “Should these not agree between themselves on defense and attack, as have all other
nations?”7 He clarified that he did not mean to create a Pan-Islamic state ruled by a pseudocaliph, but his argument did lay the groundwork for future thinkers to postulate ideas of PanIslamism in the late twentieth century. Al-Afghani’s ideas also clearly stood in opposition to
Arab Nationalism. Islamic unity would include many more peoples outside of the Arab world:
Turks, Berbers, Balkans, Africans, Kurds, Indians, and Persians, among others.
Another contemporary, yet less-well-known, Arab political thinker of al-Tahtawi and alAfghani was the Lebanese Jurji Zaidan (1861-1914) who is widely credited with aiding in the
philosophical development of Arab National. Zaidan devoted his life to teaching literate Arabs
their history through his novels and through his magazine Al-Hilal, which is still published
today. Watching as the Ottoman Empire contracted around him in the late nineteenth century,
Zaidan noticed the success of the Greek independence movement and the growing Egyptian
nationalist movement (especially that of Mustafa Kamil, an influential Egyptian nationalist who
vehemently opposed British occupation of Egypt and the Sudan). However, scholar Thomas
Philipp points out there was one key difference between the nationalism of Kamil and Zaidan:

Jamal al-Din al-Afghani “Plan for Islamic Unity (1884)” in Marvin E. Gettleman and Stuart Schaar, eds., The
Middle East and Islamic World Reader (New York, NY: Grove Press, 2012), p. 97.
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“Although he was very critical of Mustafa Kamil and his political program, he was nevertheless
inspired like him by the idea of the nation – only it was the Arab, not the Egyptian, nation that he
had in mind.”8 Zaidan achieved his status as a leading nationalist thinker by secularizing the
history and language of the Arabs in pursuit of creating the Arab nation. “In theory,” Philipp
writes, “his audience included all those who spoke Arabic; in practice, he also addressed the new
secular bourgeoisie and educated classes.”9 To Zaidan, the greatest need was to establish a
transnational, secular Arab identity; then Arabs would demand a Pan-Arab state for themselves.
This emerging intelligentsia, with which Zaidan’s work resonated, would be the main proponent
of Arab Nationalism during and after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire.
In one essay, “Egypt and Syria: Cooperation and Relations between Them from the Dawn
of History until Now,” Zaidan explained historical, geographical, and anthropological reasons for
unity between the two regions. It is important to note that, for Zaidan, “Syria” was not the
modern Arab Republic, but rather what the Arabs would call بلد الشام, or “Greater Syria,” a
historical geographic area that encompassed the modern states of Syria, Lebanon, IsraelPalestine, and Jordan, as well as parts of Turkey.10 He summed up his robust and detailed
argument by saying, “Egypt and Syria are sisters, sharing political, commercial, literary, and
scholarly interests and working together in good times and bad. Over the centuries they have had
various religions, been ruled by many states, and experienced ups and downs together while
living in harmony and that is still the situation today…. [Syria] is also the closest friend the

8

Thomas Philipp, Jurji Zaidan and the Foundations of Arab Nationalism (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press,
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Ibid., p. 118.
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Egyptians have, related to them through ties of language, homeland, geography, religion, morals,
manners, and customs, as well as trading, cultural, and scientiﬁc interests.”11
Al-Tahtawi, al-Afghani, and Zaidan were by no means the only prominent Arab thinkers
of the liberal age. However, their work is representative of the nationalist ideas that would
dominate Arab politics throughout the first half of the twentieth century and beyond.
The Division of the Arabs: The French and British Mandates and their Aftermath
World War I and the Great Arab Revolt brought about the end of Ottoman hegemony in
the Arab World. In 1914, with the outbreak of war, the British swiftly ended Ottoman control
over Egypt (which, since the 1880s, had only been nominal) in order to ensure the movement of
colonial troops into Europe via the Suez Canal, by supporting the deposition of Khedive Abbas
and promoting his uncle, Hussein Kamil to the office of “sultan.” As Arthur Goldschmidt has
noted, most Egyptians initially accepted British rule, while hoping that the Ottomans and the
Germans would win the war.12 At the conclusion of the war, however, the British still maintained
their dominion over Egypt. In the aftermath of the war, the Europeans found themselves at a
crossroads, having to choose between keeping their wartime promises of Arab independence (a
topic that will be examined through the Hashemites later in this study), or advancing their own
interests in the region. The League of Nations accepted a plan already fleshed out by Britain and
France to split the region into two spheres of influence. Britain gained mandates in Palestine,
Transjordan, and Iraq while France administered Syria and, subsequently, Lebanon. The Arabs
saw this as a betrayal of the promises made to them by the Europeans in exchange for their

11
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Figure 1 - The Arab World under the French and British Mandates
Image Source: Goldschmidt, Arthur, and Ibrahim Al-Marashi. A
Concise History of the Middle East. 12th ed. New York, NY: Routledge,
2019, p. 180.

participation in the Arab Revolt. In the eyes of Arab Nationalists, the European mandates (and
their succeeding independent states) were an unnecessary division of the Arabs into arbitrary
states. Citizens of these new states, especially Jordan and Iraq, had never considered themselves
a people distinct from other Arabs and mostly identified with their tribes and clans, or, at one
point, as Ottomans (or as subjects of that empire). In the four centuries preceding the mandate
period, Iraq had been governed by the Ottomans as three provinces: Mosul, Baghdad, and Basra,
but Iraq had never been a unified state prior to the British Mandate.13 As Martin Kramer
described the situation, “The Arab nationalist lament against the arbitrary partition of the Fertile
Crescent had much validity. None of the new states was commensurate with a political
community. Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Transjordan, Palestine… these names derived from geography

13
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or classical history, and their borders largely reflected the imperial jostling for strategic position
or oil.”14
In 1919, the Egyptian Wafd (delegation) party, headed by prominent Egyptian nationalist
Sa’d Zaghlul (1859-1927), staged a protest against the British protectorate government. Zaghlul,
a scholar of Islamic law, had been exposed to the philosophies of Al-Afghani and Muhammad
Abduh (Afghani’s most influential student) during his studies at al-Azhar University in Cairo.
After circulating a petition to authorize the wafd to represent Egyptians at the Paris Peace
Conference, Zaghlul and his six-man delegation were exiled to Malta by British high
commissioner Sir Reginald Wingate. Their exile inspired Egyptians of every class, occupation,
and religion to take to the streets. As noted by Goldschmidt, “Students and teachers, lawyers and
judges, civil servants and transport workers went on strike. Villagers rioted, attacked railroad
stations, and cut telegraph lines. Every class demonstrated against the British protectorate….
Muslim ulama preached in Christian churches, and Christian priests gave Friday mosque
sermons, as Copts and Muslims walked hand in hand demanding ‘Egypt for the Egyptians.’”15
The Wafd revolution ended when the British replaced Wingate with General Edmund Allenby,
who freed Zaghlul and his men to attend the conference in Paris. However, U.S. President
Woodrow Wilson, whom they saw as a champion of national self-determination, ended all hope
for an independent Egypt by recognizing the British Protectorate as the official government of
Egypt.16 S’ad and the Wafd would return to Egypt as British subjects. After continued violence,
riots, and strikes in Egypt, Allenby convinced the British to end the protectorate in early 1922
when the Egyptians agreed that the British would reserve “control of strategic and economic

Martin Kramer, “Arab Nationalism: Mistaken Identity,” Daedalus 122, no. 3 (1993): pp. 171-206, p. 179.
Goldschmidt and al-Marashi, A Concise History of the Middle East, p. 204-205.
16
Ibid., p. 205.
14
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interests… pending an agreement between the two countries.”17 Sultan Fu’ad then changed his
title to King of Egypt and lawyers began drafting a constitution. In 1923, free elections were held
and the Wafd (now reorganized as a political party), easily captured a majority of seats in
parliament. Zaghlul was named prime minister and began the agreed upon negotiations with
Britain.18 The successful revolution by Zaghlul and the wafd served as a point of inspiration for
all Arabs, demonstrating that imperialists could be overthrown and that self-rule was possible.
Following the end of World War II, the British and French Mandates faded away as part
of the post-war world order. The British concluded they did not have the resources to maintain a
far-flung empire. Iraq became independent in 1932 after the British put Faisal I (who had been
essentially driven out of French Syria) of the Hashemite Clan on the throne of Iraq. However,
Transjordan would have to wait until 1946 for full independence, with Emir Abdullah becoming
King Abdullah I of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan and the annexed West Bank. The French
were much more stubborn. Only combined pressure from the British, the Americans, and the
newly formed United Nations Security Council compelled the French to withdraw from Lebanon
and Syria, with the two becoming fully independent in 1945 and 1946, respectively.
However, independence only brought about the next issue for the Arab states: Zionism
and the emerging state of Israel. The 1948 War with Israel was a unifying factor for Arabs across
the region, now divided into the various states. Those who anticipated a long, bloody war
between the Arabs and Israelis were surprised when, after only a little more than nine months,
the Israeli Defense Force (IDF) and other Israeli units handily fended off the newly formed Arab
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Albert Hourani, A History of the Arab Peoples (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991), p. 317-318.
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Figure 2 – Israel-Palestine after the 1948 War
Image Source: BBC News “Middle East Conflict: History
in Maps” (2009)

League participants.19 According to Goldschmidt, this outcome was largely due to a large
volunteer force in Israel and both post-war superpowers backing Israel against the Arabs. After
the outbreak of war, the IDF swelled from an initially small army to 100,000 volunteers, while
Jordan’s Arab Legion, the most professional Arab army in 1948, only amounted to
approximately 10,000 men. Egypt, the second largest actor among the Arabs, was forced to leave
most of their troops at home to keep order internally. Furthermore, both the United States and the
Soviet Union, along with most European states, rushed to recognize Israel in 1948, sending the
new state arms and equipment.20 The 1948 War would forever change the region geographically
and politically. The victory for Israel was obvious; it secured its independence and successfully
defended itself against the Arab League. However, King Abdullah I of Jordan also saw the war’s
outcome as a personal victory, with the remaining Palestinian territory coming under his control
(something he had previously sought as part of his plan for Greater Syria, a topic that will be

19
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explored later in this thesis). Most other Arab leaders and citizens saw the Israeli victory as an
international humiliation How could the Arab League – at that time seven member-states strong
– fail to defend their Palestinian brethren from a state of less than one million people? This
shame would spur further ideas about Pan-Arabism as a vehicle by which the Arabs could defeat
the Zionists and Western imperialists, thereby redeeming themselves.
In the aftermath of the 1948 War with Israel, nationalist movements began to grow across
the region. Perhaps the most notable and influential of them (outside Egypt) was the Ba’ath
(Renaissance) Party, co-founded by Syrian nationalist Michel Aflaq. Despite the Ba’ath’s
opposition to both Communism and Marxism, Aflaq’s ideological development during his brief
tenure in the French Communist Party (which he joined while studying in Paris) greatly
contributed to the worldview of the party. Ba’athism was dedicated to uniting all the Arab
peoples under one government through Ba’ath socialism. In clarifying this socialism, Aflaq
wrote, “Communist socialism is limited. It is based, in effect, on an economic philosophy,
Marxism, whose economic and historical conception nowadays cannot stand up to true scientific
criticism…. Ba’ath socialism is flexible and is not tied by artificial economic laws… for it
consists in a fair and healthy economic reorganization of Arab society. This socialism will be
achieved when Arabs take charge of their own destiny and free themselves from imperialism and
feudalism.”21 The Baathists explained how Arab unity was only possible if the greater
sociopolitical forces at work were abolished, and Arab Nationalism was the solution: “Our
problem is much more extensive than [class conflict]: it is a problem of a nation that is
fragmented and partly colonized…. Nationalism is the spiritual and historical bond between

Michel Aflaq, “Baath Ideology (1959, revised 1963)” in Marvin E. Gettleman and Stuart Schaar, eds., The Middle
East and Islamic World Reader (New York, NY: Grove Press, 2012), p. 133.
21

Smith 15
members of a nation, whom history has stamped in a special manner and has not isolated from
the rest of humanity.”22
European imperialism and Israeli Zionism served as the impetus for the rise of Arab
Nationalism’s popularity. However, the movement still lacked a champion of international
stature. That champion would emerge in 1954, in the form of a young Egyptian army colonel,
who would spread the gospel of Arab Nationalism to Arabs across socioeconomic class,
geographic location, and national identity.
A New Regional Order: Egypt, Syria, and the Hashemite Monarchies
Nasser’s Egypt
Egypt’s defeat and humiliation at the hands of Israel left its citizens angry. This fervor
was the spark that lit the fuse of General Muhammad Naguib’s popular coup in July 1952,
ousting King Faruq and the Wafd Party. The military government quickly instituted reforms
similar to those of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in Turkey, including secularization and the creation of
an Egyptian Republic. Naguib was praised by the West as a moderate who could be reasonable,
as seen a cable from US Ambassador Jefferson Caffery in a secret August 1952 telegram to
Washington: “From my conversation last night, much of which was alone with Naguib, I
concluded that stories that Naguib is only a figure-head are untrue. He is not brilliant, but he has
good common sense and some qualities of leadership.”23 However, as Mallet du Pan’s proverb
claims, “like Saturn, the revolution devours its children,” and Naguib was no exception. The
general had served his purpose – Faruq was gone, opposition to the officers was eliminated, and
Egypt was on the right path; now, it was time for the true leader of the young officers to take

Michel Aflaq, “Baath Ideology (1959, revised 1963)” in Marvin E. Gettleman and Stuart Schaar, eds., The Middle
East and Islamic World Reader, p. 134-135.
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Claussen, Joan M. Lee, Carl N. Raether (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1986), Document 1002.
22

Smith 16
power, a man who would profoundly change Egypt forever. In 1954, Colonel Gamal Abdel
Nasser overthrew Naguib and placed him under house arrest, executed many members of the
Muslim Brotherhood (an Islamist political organization aiming to establish an Islamic-based
legal and political system in Egypt), following an attempt on his life, and united the Egyptians
against their two greatest enemies, Britain and Israel. Nasser would prove his worth to the
Egyptians and internationally by emerging politically victorious in the 1956 Suez War, ousting
the British from the canal, and claiming it for Egypt, while also dealing an international blow to
the Israelis.
Nasser, now Chairman of the Revolutionary Command Council, reflected on the ideals of
the 1952 Revolution in a short book titled Egypt’s Liberation: The Philosophy of the Revolution.
In it, Nasser revealed that as early as 1949, he had visions for a Pan-Arab state:
When the struggle was over in Palestine and the siege lifted, and I had returned to
Egypt, the Arab circle in my eyes had become a single entity…. What happened
in Cairo had its counterpart in Damascus the next day, and in Beirut, in Amman,
in Baghdad and elsewhere. This all fitted in with the picture drawn by long
experience. It is a single region. The same circumstances, the same factors, even
the same forces, united against all of it. And it was clear that the foremost of these
forces was imperialism.24
To Nasser, Israel was also a direct result of European imperialism, a claim he supported by
quoting from Chaim Weizmann’s Trial and Error for nearly four pages. He then went on to
reaffirm his belief that unity in common struggle was a necessity for the Arabs and that the Arab
peoples had strengths that set them apart from the rest of the world. First, and chief among them,
was the Arabs’ common culture, morals, and history. Second was the strategic geographic
placement of the Arab World at the crossroads of Asia, Africa, and Europe. And third was the oil

24
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that was highly desired by the West.25 In conclusion, Nasser reached through the pages and
charged the reader with a mission: “And now I go back to that wandering mission in search of a
hero to play it. Here is the role. Here are the lines, and here is the stage. We alone, by virtue of
our place, can perform the role.”26
Nasser, through his eloquence on the radio and his prolific writing in the newspapers,
would inspire Arabs across the region. He became, as London School of Economics scholar
Fawaz Gerges put it, the Lion of the Arabs.27 Everyone – the poor, the illiterate, the
intelligentsia, politicians, army officers, and even kings – could hear and understand Nasser’s
message. While average Arabs largely celebrated Nasser as a great liberator, many in power
feared him and the power he seemed to hold over people who had never seen him in public,
creating a political rift between the new order and the old guard.
Syria: The Struggle for Stability
Enraged by the poor performance of the Syrian Army against Israel, the military mounted
a coup against the civilian government, then two more against the ruling military leader,
eventually ending with Colonel Adib Shishakli seizing power in late 1949. Despite Shishakli’s
message of Arab unity against Israel, Syria itself remained deeply divided along religious, ethnic,
and ideological lines. In 1954, Shishakli himself was overthrown in an attempt to establish a
civilian government. Still, within this government, there was an ideological struggle between
those who favored positive relations with the West and the Ba’athists. Following the Suez War,
pro-Western politicians lost their credibility in Syria, ultimately paving the way for an Arab
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Figure 3 – Family Tree of Hussein ibn Ali
Image Source: Morris, James (Jan). The Hashemite
Kings. London, UK: Pantheon, 1959.

Nationalist coalition headed by the Ba’ath Party to take control in 1957.28 A year earlier, in 1956,
the Syrian Parliament unanimously adopted a resolution “expanding the bilateral agreement with
Egypt, by concluding an agreement between the two parties covering economic, political, and
cultural affairs, so that these agreements may serve as nucleus for all-embracing Arab unity.”29
Similar resolutions would be ratified again in both 1957 and 1958. Prior to the formation of the
United Arab Republic, the Syrian political elite feared another coup that would displace the
present civilian government and looked to Nasser for stability.30 Nasser was already quite
popular in Syria, as many Damascenes listened to his speeches via Radio Cairo and were swept
up in his anti-imperialist vision of unity for the Arab world.
Hashemite Jordan and Iraq
By the end of the Mandate period, two kings – Abdullah in Jordan and Faisal in Iraq –
ruled states in the Middle East. Direct descendants of the Prophet, these brothers were members
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of the Hashemite Clan of the Quraysh Tribe. Their father, Hussein ibn Ali, was King of the
Hejaz (the region of present-day Saudi Arabia that is home to the holy cities of Mecca and
Medina) and leader of the Great Arab Revolt against the Ottoman Empire. Thus, from their
position of historical and religious prominence, Hussein ibn Ali and his sons saw themselves as
the rightful heirs to an all-encompassing Arab throne, with Hussein going so far as declaring
himself King of the Arab Countries in 1916.31 After World War I, Hussein would be ousted from
the Hejaz by Ibn Saud in his quest to conquer the Arabian Peninsula under his leadership. 32
Hussein would be exiled to Aqaba and then Cyprus before returning to Amman where he would
die in 1931. The Hashemites’ vision for a united Arab kingdom differed from the Arab
Nationalism of Nasser. While Nasser believed in a republic founded on the secular aspects of
Arab identity, Hussein ibn Ali and his posterity envisioned a Pan-Arab kingdom grounded in all
facets of Arabism: cultural, historical, and religious.
Hussein ibn Ali’s two aforementioned sons, Abdullah and Faisal, each had their own
ambitions though Faisal’s were more limited than Abdullah’s. The British appointed Faisal as
King of Iraq before its independence and his reign extended nearly a year into the independence
period until he died on a trip to Europe in 1933.33 Faisal was somewhat of an unwilling monarch.
He was first crowned King of Syria in 1920 (a crown the French would take from him when they
reasserted mandate domination over Syria later that year) through his involvement in the Paris
Peace Conference and his membership in the secret nationalist organization al-Fatat (the Young
Arab Society).34 Fatat and its Iraqi counterpart, al-Ahd al-Iraqi, were forerunners to the Arab
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Nationalist movements in Syria and Iraq. Faisal was involved with these secret societies and
supported their ideology as a means to achieve the Hashemite family’s ends. Therefore, while
quiet about it in public, it was well-known that Faisal I had connections to clandestine
organizations that sought to make him the king of a Greater Syria.35
The more ambitious and intelligent child was Hussein ibn Ali’s middle son Abdullah,
King of Jordan. Placed as the ruler of Transjordan by the British, in the post-independence
period Abdullah had grander visions for his dominion. James (Jan) Morris explains that while
Abdullah was physically inferior to Faisal, the Jordanian was far superior in governing,
describing him as “accessible to all, free with his advice, benevolently despotic, bringing to his
Amman audience chambers something of the fraternity of the desert.”36 But behind his
magnanimity was a great vision for his rule. In pursuit of the grand Arab kingdom sought by his
father, Abdullah desired to become the ruler of a Greater Syria, a large kingdom encompassing
Syria, Jordan, Iraq, Lebanon, and Palestine. Abdullah’s Greater Syria ambitions were in line with
the philosophy of societies that previously supported his brother Faisal – al-Fatat and al-Ahd.
According to Philip Khoury, the public face of Fatat, the Syrian Independence Party, attempted
to convince Abdullah to become more aggressive towards the British. However, recognizing the
power he drew from the European powers, he rejected their advice and declared them his
enemy.37 According to Bruce Maddy-Weitzman, Abdullah began negotiations to create his
Greater Syria as early as 1946, asking his nephew, ‘Abd al-Ilah, the regent in Iraq, to form one
Hashemite Kingdom. However, ‘Abd al-Ilah and Iraqi officials rejected Abdullah’s offer to
avoid elevating Abdullah’s regional status and because the Iraqis saw him as a risk due to the
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perception that Abdullah was a British puppet who was soft on Zionism because of rumors
(which later proved to be true) of his willingness to work towards a peaceful solution with
Israel.38 While at first glance it may seem as if Arab Nationalism was in direct opposition to the
Hashemite Monarchy, in reality, many aspects of the philosophy intersected with the dynastic
family’s territorial and political ambitions as a fulfilment of Arab unity.
Opposition to Union: Saudi Arabia
Under President Harry Truman, the United States took a stand against Abdullah’s
regional power play. According to State Department documents, in January 1947, Crown Prince
Saud of Saudi Arabia and two Saudi officials met with Secretary of State James Byrnes, Under
Secretary Dean Acheson, and Director of the Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs Loy Henderson to
talk about King Ibn Saud’s anxieties regarding the Hashemite family and Abdullah’s plan. King
Saud sent his son “to ascertain what the attitude of the United States was with regard to the
project of a Greater Syria. Could Saudi Arabia depend upon the full support of the United States
in case, as a result of Hashemite intrigues, Saudi Arabia should find itself threatened by the
formation of an anti-Saudi coalition to the north?”39 The Americans replied by relaying to the
Saudis that:
One of the basic policies of the United States in the Near East was unqualifiedly
to support the territorial integrity and political independence of Saudi Arabia.
Another basic policy was energetically to make sure that the principles of the
United Nations should be fully applied to the countries of the Near East, including
Saudi Arabia. King Ibn Saud could therefore depend upon the full and active
support of the United States in the United Nations in case any outside should
threaten or endeavor to undermine the integrity and independence of Saudi
Arabia…40
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The United States took this stance in order to preserve all possible relationships in the
region. Hashemite Jordan and Iraq were just as much key allies as Saudi Arabia and
Egypt.
The Saudis opposed any Hashemite union on an ideological basis. Ibn Saud had just
established his kingdom, and he saw a Hashemite monarchy, or, even worse, a whole Greater
Syria, as a threat that would upset his dominion over the Arabian Gulf. Ibn Saud also feared a
domestic revolution or the formation of a regional opposition axis as a result of the immense
popularity of the anti-monarchical Nasser among Arabs in general and Saudis in specific.41
Furthermore, Saudi domination of the newly formed Arab League would be undermined by any
political unions, as it would be more difficult to strong-arm the weaker Arab States into
following his lead. Finally, with the Hussein ibn Ali’s heirs split into separate states, and the
Saudis in control of the holy mosques in Mecca and Medina, Ibn Saud had legitimacy as the
informal leader of the global Islamic community, something that a united Hashemite family or
Nasser’s cross-cutting Arab National would undermine.
Experimenting with Ideology: The United Arab Republic and the Arab Federation
The United Arab Republic
As previously stated, the Syrians had affirmed their support of a union with Egypt via
parliamentary resolutions in 1956, 1957, and January 1958. Following the third resolution,
negotiations began between Nasser and Syrian military officers and Baathists, not members of
parliament, with the officers having the greatest influence over the talks. For these negotiations,
Nasser was very much in control, and the Syrians acceded to his demands, including dissolving
all Syrian political parties. After the discussions finished, Aflaq remarked that despite Nasser’s
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Figure 4 – Nasser and Syrian President al-Quwalti, February 1958
Image Source: Barrett, Roby C. Greater Middle East and the Cold
War: US Foreign Policy Under Eisenhower and Kennedy. New
York, NY: I.B. Tauris & Company, Limited, 2007, p. 45.

demands they “could not let these conditions ... stand against the will of the people.”42 In a 1966
analysis of the UAR, Monte Palmer provided context as to why Syrian elites gave up their own
power for a union with Egypt. Key factors were pressure from Syrian communists, on one hand,
and the political right, on the other, as well as the energetic support for Nasser’s Arab National
among the populace and the negotiating political elite.43 Once the terms were agreed upon,
Syrian President Shukri al-Quwatli supposedly cautioned Nasser, “You have acquired a nation of
politicians; fifty percent believe themselves to be national leaders, twenty-five percent to be
prophets, and at least ten percent to be gods.” But Nasser believed the near-complete
deconstruction of the Syrian political system would prevent any major problems.44 Finally,
observing the relative chaos the Syrian army caused in the recent past and perhaps reflecting on
his own rise to power, Nasser demanded that the Syrian army be kept out of politics and the
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governing process, much to the chagrin of ambitious officers.45 Rather than agreeing to a federal
system, in which a central president would administer two semi-autonomous Egyptian and
Syrian states, Nasser declared himself the sole President of the United Arab Republic, making
Syria a pseudo-vassal of Egypt.
Perhaps the only powerful Syrian whom Nasser trusted was Abdel Hamid al-Sarraj, the
Syrian Minister of the Interior, veteran of the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, and a staunch Nasser
supporter and loyalist. With the formation of the UAR, Sarraj, a well-known, outspoken
supporter of Nasser, was promoted to Minister of the Interior in the central cabinet and Nasser’s
intelligence chief in Syria. Sarraj proved his loyalty to Nasser and the union during an alleged
incident involving King Saud giving Sarraj a check for one million British Pounds to disrupt the
Syrian referendum, after which Sarraj quickly turned the check over to Nasser.46 As the UAR
began to decline, Sarraj would play a key role in both internal and regional politics.
On February 1, 1958, Nasser and President al-Quwatli appeared together in Cairo’s
Republic Square to announce the formation of the United Arab Republic. In his speech, Nasser.
the new President of the united Syrian-Egyptian state, proclaimed, “Always the Arab peoples
were able to conquer invaders whenever they joined and stood together in one army – as in
Saladin’s day,” to which the crowd thunderously chanted in reply, “The new Saladin!”47 To
historian Roby Barrett, the crowd making Nasser into the modern incarnation of possibly the
greatest and most well-known hero in Islamic history, “clearly reflected the mood in much of the
Arab world.”48 Furthermore, Nasser’s invocation of Saladin, and his coronation as Saladin’s
successor, may have given him legitimacy amongst Syrian nationalists, as Arab folklore
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associates Saladin with his reconquest of the Crusader kingdoms in greater Syria. Saladin was
also the last Arab leader to preside over a unified Egypt and Syria. However, the widespread
popularity of the union with Egypt quickly began to fade among the Syrian elite. By the fall of
1958, many of the original Syrian members of the UAR cabinet considered resigning, feeling
slighted by the lack of power sharing between Cairo and Damascus, and the Syrian military grew
increasingly resentful under the thumb of Egyptian generals. At the same time, Nasser found it
difficult to continue rallying popular support for the UAR and himself beyond Egypt. Both
dysfunctions would have severe consequences for the future of the United Arab Republic.
The Arab Federation
Following the assassination of King Abdullah I by a Palestinian nationalist in 1951,
Abdullah’s eldest son, Talal I, succeeded him to the Jordanian throne. The Iraqi branch of the
monarchy was critical in establishing a quick and seamless succession both to perpetuate the
monarchy and to stymie efforts of anti-Hashemite Arabs to subvert the family’s power during a
long intervening period. However, just before his death, Abdullah made one last proposal to his
Iraqi cousins for Hashemite unity. The proposal was essentially the same as the 1946 proposal,
but included a mutual defense pact, removal of customs and passport requirements between the
two states, a unified educational and military training system, and the “creation of a Federal
Council which would meet annually” alternating between Baghdad and Amman.49 However, the
specific details regarding a unified throne and its line of succession held up unification in the
months leading up to Abdullah’s death. Abdullah initially proposed “The Royal Family shall be
given similar rights in both Kingdoms so that, if a King dies without heirs, he shall be succeeded
by the most suitable from amongst the descendants of the Great Deliverer Husayn Ibn Ali.”50 To
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Abdullah, this meant he would become the first King of the unified Hashemite Kingdom and
designate ‘Abd al-Ilah’s son, Faisal II, as his heir. However, the Iraqis had concerns over
Abdullah’s old age (69 years old in 1951) and Crown Prince Talal’s mental state, which had
already become concerning as a young man. The Iraqis provided a counterproposal where
Abdullah would designate Faisal II as the heir to Jordan’s throne while the details of the
Federation were ironed out. Under this plan, if the King of the unified Arab Federation died
without heirs, the most-worthy son of the Iraqi branch would succeed him.51 This offer was quite
unpopular in Amman and went without a response.
However, the intransigence of their cousins did not stop the Iraqis from pursuing their
vision for a Hashemite Union. Two Iraqi politicians – Prime Minister Nuri al-Said and Interior
Minister Salih Jabr – acted to force the hand of the Jordanians into a union on Iraqi terms. Nuri
al-Said was a longtime friend to both the Hashemite family and the British. He first encountered
the Hashemites after serving in the Ottoman Army and fighting the Italians and the British in
Libya in 1912 and 1915, respectively. He was captured by the British in the latter campaign and
jailed in Egypt. It was there Nuri became an acolyte of Arab Nationalism in the form of the Great
Arab Revolt under Hussein ibn Ali and Faisal I. Nuri was an especially close ally to ‘Abd alIlah.52 In the Iraqi campaign for union, first a proposal was presented to make Jordan a dominion
of Iraq for five years while Jordanian and Iraqi bureaucratic systems were merged, followed by
the formation of a Hashemite union. The Jordanians promptly refused. Therefore, al-Said and
Salih moved to influence the upcoming parliamentary elections in Jordan in favor of pro-union
candidates. Then, money was wired from Baghdad to the Iraqi ambassador in Amman with the
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intent it would be used to fund the campaigns of Palestinian and Palestinian Ba’athist candidates
who would favor a union as a means of protection against Israel. Part of this campaign included
running articles in West Bank newspapers that Jordan was in crisis and only a union with Iraq
could save it and the Palestinians. However, despite the agitation, the Jordanian population writ
large opposed a union with Iraq on Iraqi terms. Even a bribe to the Jordanian Interior Minister
did not translate into pro-union influence.53 The election of Tawfiq Abu al-Huda to Prime
Minister and the coronation of King Talal I ended any of al-Said, Salih, and ‘Abd al-Ilah’s hopes
for a union at that time.
King Talal’s reign would anger his cousin ‘Abd al-Ilah. The King and Prime Minister alHuda coordinated independently with other Arab States and even paid a visit to the Hejaz at the
request of Ibn Saud, perhaps ‘Abd al-Ilah’s greatest political enemy, effectively ending any
relationship between the two Hashemite cousins. However, hope returned to ‘Abd al-Ilah when
Talal was ousted by members of the royal family on account of his declining mental state. The
Iraqi advocated to his family in Jordan and abroad that his uncle, Zayd, should rule as regent
until Hussein assumed the throne – a request that was quickly shut down by the Jordanian royal
family. Talal officially abdicated on August 11, 1952, and the young King Hussein assumed the
Jordanian throne the following year. Across the border, ‘Abd al-Ilah ended his regency in 1953,
and Faisal II, another young king, assumed the throne of Iraq. Jordanian-Iraqi relations would
return to normalcy under Hussein.54
Early rule would not be easy for Hussein. First, the Palestinians were destabilizing the
monarch’s position in Jordan. Since 1952, Palestinian political parties had been a significant
political force in the newly formed Jordanian parliament. Parties on the left – from the far-left

53
54

Maddy-Weitzman, “Jordan and Iraq: Efforts at Intra-Hashimite Unity,” p. 68-69.
Ibid., p. 71-72.

Smith 28
National Front (communist) and Ba’ath Parties to the more center-left National Socialists
(socialist) – mostly drew their support from the West Bank and Palestinians who moved east into
Jordan’s more rural towns.55 These parties found themselves at odds with the centrist Arab
Constitutional Party, which supported Hussein and the monarchy, and the right-wing Islamic
Liberation Party and Muslim Brotherhood. In 1956, with the support of Radio Cairo and an
active Palestinian population, the left-wing parties made significant gains in parliamentary
elections, capturing seventeen of the forty seats (ten to the National Socialists, three to the
National Front, and two to the Ba’ath), as well as brining three of the independent members into
their caucus. Thus, in the first truly free and open election in Jordan’s history, the left – staunchly
anti-imperialist and highly critical of the monarchy – captured half of the seats. The remaining
twenty seats were split among the center and right, capturing eight and five seats respectively
(the remaining seven seats were won by independents other than the three who joined the left
coalition).56
The troubles extended beyond parliamentary politics. In April 1957, Hussein successfully
quelled an attempted officers’ coup. The formation of Nasser’s UAR in 1958 gave the young
king pause, as he understood its implications both in the region and within his own borders.57
The alliance of two bellicose neighbors could present a serious regional issue for him and his
cousins in Iraq. King Hussein and King Faisal II were the same age. Both born in 1935, by
February 1958 both cousins were only twenty-two years old. On February 14, 1958, Hussein and
Faisal II announced a rival, monarchical state to the UAR – the Arab Federation. The kings
invited other monarchs to join them, but the King of Kuwait was unwilling to make such a stand
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Figure 5 – King Hussein (R) and King Faisal II (L) discuss the
formation of the Arab Federation, 1958
Image Source: Barrett, Roby C. Greater Middle East and the Cold
War: US Foreign Policy Under Eisenhower and Kennedy. New
York, NY: I.B. Tauris & Company, Limited, 2007, p. 51..

against Nasser, and Ibn Saud opposed the Hashemite Union outright.58 While Hussein and Faisal
were not Arab Nationalists themselves, other key players had once subscribed to the nationalist
cause, most notably Nuri al-Said. However, Nuri, a man who owed his entire political career to
the Hashemites, envisioned a different type of Pan-Arab state than Nasser’s UAR. This vision of
Nuri’s was expressed by King Hussein in a broadcast on February 14. Standing underneath the
flag of the Arab Revolt next to Faisal II, he declared: “This is the happiest day of my life, a great
day in Arab history. We are under one banner, the banner of Arabism which our greatgrandfather, Hussein Ibn Ali the Great, carried in the great Arab revolt.”59 In response to the
Arab Federation, Nasser, the staunch anti-monarchist, castigated the Arab Federation as “nothing
more than a belated attempt to shore up feudal regimes,” according to Roby Barrett.60
The governing of the Arab Federation was complex. In this different interpretation of
Arab Nationalism, Faisal II would serve as President of the Federal Government, and King
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Hussein would act as President in Faisal's absence. The Constitution and other governing
documents of the Arab Federation stipulated that “Its jurisdiction would include foreign and
defense affairs, establishment and management of the armed forces, diplomatic representation
abroad, customs, currency, educational policy and curricula, and transportation and
communications. Eighty per cent of the Federal Government's budget was to be supplied by Iraq,
20 per cent by Jordan. The Hashemite flag of the Hijaz would be the Federal government's
flag.”61 The main issue facing the Arab Federation (had it survived) was that Faisal II and
Hussein never discussed who would rule as King of the Arab Federation or the line of
succession. Another issue was the sharing of resources. According to a March 1958 article in
Time magazine, “Each nation will issue its own passports and run its own domestic economy;
e.g., Iraq will not share its oil revenues to help Jordan's development projects.”62 With a severe
lack of natural resources, Jordan would be in dire need of Iraqi financing to complete public
works and infrastructure projects. With such a half-baked agreement, the Arab Federation was
almost bound to fail structurally. However, in the end, the decline of the Arab Federation would
be the result of the very cause – Nasser’s Arab Nationalism – from which Hussein and Faisal II
sought to protect their states.
Resurgence of Realism: Collapse of Post-Colonial Unions
Arab Federation: Destabilization and Revolution
The events of 1958 contradict Hegel’s assertion that history moves from East to West;
Nasser would claim history was moving from Egypt to the East. During its short existence, the
Arab Federation became more polarized by the idea of Arab Nationalism. According to political
scientist Adeed Dawisha, in the first communique issued by King Hussein in February 1958, “the
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citizens of the new federated entity were reminded that it was the Hashemites (and by
implication, not ‘Abd al-Nasir [Nasser]) who were the real custodians of Arab National, since it
was Jordan’s Husayn [Hussein] and Iraq’s Faysal [Faisal] who were the inheritors of the 1916
‘Great Arab Revolt’ and ‘its eternal nationalist message.’”63 Yet history would prove that this
was not the popular definition of Arab Nationalism accepted by the Federation’s Iraqi citizens. In
response to a crisis in Lebanon, Nuri al-Said called an emergency meeting of the Baghdad Pact64
and ordered Iraqi troops to position themselves on Jordan’s Northern border with Syria.
However, the Iraqi Army never moved beyond Baghdad, as two officers – Abd as-Salam
Arif and Abd al-Karim Qasim – had different plans for Iraq and its Hashemite monarchy.
In July 1958, a young officer was arrested in Jordan in connection to a conspiracy to
overthrow King Hussein. According to Peter Snow, a British journalist based in Amman during
the summer of 1958, the officer further revealed there were to be simultaneous coups against
Hussein and Faisal on July 14 by army officers. and that the plot had been organized by Nasser
himself. Hussein quickly told Faisal to send a trusted emissary to Amman so he could pass along
the information. Upon his departure from Amman, the emissary left Hussein uneasy, parting by
telling the king it was Hussein, not Faisal who should worry for the safety of his throne.
Hussein’s intelligence never reached Faisal because, out of misplaced trust, Faisal sent Abd asSalam Arif as his emissary.65
In a nearly identical model to the 1952 revolution in Egypt, Arif and Qasim had formed a
secret cabal of officers inspired by Nasser’s speeches on Radio Cairo and attacks on the
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Figure 6 – Abd as-Salam Arif (R) and Abd al-Karim Qasim (L)
shortly after the successful coup in July 1958
Image Source: Barrett, Roby C. Greater Middle East and the Cold
War: US Foreign Policy Under Eisenhower and Kennedy. New
York, NY: I.B. Tauris & Company, Limited, 2007, p. 108.

monarchy in the Egyptian press, and who plotted to topple the Hashemite Monarchy in Iraq and
establish an Iraqi Republic.66 Upon Nuri al-Said’s order to move troops north, the Iraqi high
command had ensured that only rebel brigades would be passing through Baghdad and that all
loyal Hashemite units would be stationed away from the city. Rather quickly, the rebels were
able to take over the phone lines and Radio Baghdad, announcing their coup to the world.
Following these actions, according to Barrett, pro-rebel nationalist rioting broke out in the
capital, to the surprise of Arif and Qasim.67 The ease of the siege, dissolution of the monarchy,
and the murder of King Faisal II, Nuri al-Said, ‘Abd al-Ilah, and other members of the
Hashemite Court was unexpected, and thus Qasim declared martial law on July 15, 1958 to
restore order. A British investigation found that the murder of the royal family was carried out by
a rogue band of revolutionary troops.68 The bodies of Nuri al-Said, ‘Abd al-Ilah, and others were
mutilated – either burned, hacked, or dragged through the streets of Baghdad, and, often, in the
end, publicly displayed for all to see. The first action of Qasim and Arif, now leaders of the new
revolutionary government, was to declare their movement a part of the larger Arab Nationalist
struggle and recognize the United Arab Republic (the Arab Federation had never recognized the
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UAR). Following this declaration, Arif headed up a delegation to Damascus where the young
colonel met his inspiration: Colonel Nasser.69 To international observers and the Egyptian
premier himself, the implications of the coup were clear: Nasser’s message was spreading, and,
with it, his power was growing.70
With his cousin and a large part of his extended family murdered, King Hussein quickly
ended the Arab Federation, fearing for Jordan’s national security and his own safety. Americans
and the British were fearful that Jordan – with an equally young, weak king, an increasingly
restless Palestinian population, and an army weaker than Iraq’s – would be the next victim of a
popular Nasserist revolution. While Hussein displayed unwavering strength in the aftermath of
July 1958, the outlook in Jordan was grim. As Peter Snow later reported in his biography of King
Hussein:
People expected to wake up each morning to hear that [the King] had been
assassinated. Talk of conspiracy was everywhere. There were a number of bomb
explosions, a large number of arrests and a ruthless clampdown by Hussein’s
security forces. Censorship was imposed on the press. Those were some of the
most tense days the King ever had to endure. Journalists, many of whom had to
leave the country to file their reports, told of open public support for President
Nasir and the widely held assumption that Jordan would follow Iraq into the
revolutionary camp. Radio stations in Syria and Iraq called on the people almost
hourly to rebel against Hussein and accused him of inviting in ‘imperialist forces
to save his regime in collaboration with Israel.’71
Even the United States awaited a nationalist revolution in Jordan, expressing in an NSC directive
the hope for an honorable and orderly resignation of King Hussein and the peaceful absorption of
Jordan by its neighbors.72 To shore-up the monarchy, King Hussein needed to act quickly before
Arab Nationalist forces riled up the large number of unemployed, disillusioned Palestinians and
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sympathetic Jordanians in the Kingdom. Therefore, Hussein requested British military
assistance, resulting in 1,500 British paratroopers in Cyprus being re-stationed in Amman. While
this move undoubtedly saved King Hussein and the Jordanian Hashemite Monarchy, it drew
further criticism reflecting Nasser’s point that the imperialist West only served Arab elites and
the enemies of Arab Nationalism, similar to Nasser’s assailment of American intervention in
Lebanon earlier that month.73 Western interventionism as part of Cold War policy was a large
contributor to the destabilization of the Arab Federation. To Britain and the US, the conservative
Arab monarchies, which opposed communism, were the best way to counter Soviet influence
over Syria and Egypt. Therefore, buttressing the Hashemite Monarchies in Jordan and Iraq, as
well as other pro-Western kings in Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Kuwait, was the best strategy to stem
the tide of revolutionary communism in the region. However, this intervention only underscored
Nasser’s argument that conservative kings were puppets of the imperialists. In light of this
western interventionism, it is easy to understand how Iraqi or Jordanian officers under the
leadership of British officers such as Lt. Gen. John Glubb74 would become radicalized by
Nasser’s anti-imperialist message.
While it may seem like the instability of the Arab Federation could be placed solely on
Iraqi nationalists or Cold War pursuits, the Palestinians contributed to some instability within the
Jordanian half of the joint monarchy. By 1957, the leftist coalition elected in 1956 had fallen as
Hussein centralized power around the crown and a cabinet that reported to him, not parliament.
This situation created a large rift between the West Bank Palestinians and the East Bank
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Jordanians, with the former feeling disenfranchised and the latter largely supporting the king’s
actions.75 The Palestinians believed in Nasser’s form of Arab Nationalism, as evidenced by
Suleiman Nabulsi, the chairman of the National Socialists and Prime Minister of Jordan in 19561957, who pressured Hussein to form closer relations with Egypt and Syria. Nabulsi (;النابلسي
literally “of/from Nablus”, a major city in the West Bank), the descendant of Ottoman merchants
from Nablus, was a Jordanian-born, ardent Arab Nationalist who supported Nasser’s agenda for
the Arab world. The Palestinians would have been opposed to a Hashemite Union, and more in
favor of expanding the United Arab Republic to include Jordan and Palestine. The desire for an
independent Palestinian state and the requirement of Jordan’s monarchy to govern two politically
distinct nations – Jordan and Palestine – contributed to the instability of the Arab Federation, and
these factors have continued to affect the state of Jordan through the present day.
United Arab Republic
The summer of 1958 represented the apex of Nasser’s Pan-Arab Nationalist movement.
The revolution in and subsequent recognition by Iraq, combined with the projection of economic
and political strength emanating from the UAR, showed the West that Nasser and his political
agenda could not be defeated easily, and that it was time to be treated as an equal partner.
However, the situation in the UAR would quickly decline starting in the fall. In September 1961,
a military coup would overthrow Egyptian rule in Syria, leaving Nasser the president of a United
Arab Republic that encompassed only one nation.76
In his analysis of the UAR’s demise, Monte Palmer cites several reasons for the growth
of Syrian resentment between 1958 and 1961. First, and possibly chief among them, the Syrian
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political and military elites were still dissatisfied with Nasser’s original terms for union. When
Aflaq mentioned that the dissolution of the Baath Party could not be allowed to stand in the way
of union, many, possibly including Aflaq, did not believe the party would actually be dissolved.
However, to both the politicians and the military officers, political union with Nasser was the
lesser evil when compared to another revolution in Syria. Yet, with the loss of their privilege,
Syrian Baathists and officers grew disillusioned with the UAR. 77 For example, Salah Bitar, a
prominent member of the Syrian Baath Party and former Minister of Foreign Affairs before the
UAR, was outraged he was not offered a cabinet position in Nasser’s government. To remedy the
situation, Bitar and Aflaq approached Nasser about creating a Presidential Council with three
members from each state. However, the plan was quickly abandoned when Bitar suggested three
Baathists (himself, Aflaq, and Speaker of the Syrian Chamber of Deputies, Akram al-Hawrani)
as the Syrian members.78 Following the formation of the UAR bureaucracy, it became clear to
the Syrians that this was a union for the Egyptians, and that the Syrians were merely subjects of
Colonel Nasser. Only minor cabinet posts – Municipal and Village Affairs, Health, Culture, and
National Guidance, and Communications – were headed by Syrians. As one moved down the
bureaucratic flowchart, the preferential treatment for Egyptians only became clearer: “Thirtythree of the top 400 positions in Syria were known to have been filled by Egyptians… In the
Syrian Ministry of Industry, seven of the top 13 officials were Egyptians. In the General
Petroleum Authority, four out of the top six officials were Egyptians. There were also between
30 and 40 Egyptian judges in Syria… In view of the large number of Syrian law graduates
available…the presence of the Egyptian judges may well have been a source of ill feeling.”79
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Finally, nearly 800 Egyptian troops were stationed in Syria. Despite Nasser’s anti-imperialist
ideology, his bureaucratic colonization of Syria modeled that of the Western powers only forty
years earlier.
Another large and concurrent reason for discontent was the exclusion and systematic
silencing of the Syrian political elite. As seen early on by Bitar and other Syrian Baathists, there
was a severe lack of Syrians in Cairo making decisions regarding their region. This point is best
illustrated by an incident from 1959 regarding Soviet-style economic planning for Syria. From an
interview conducted by Palmer, “Toward the end of 1959, Doctor ‘Aziz Sidqi, the central
Minister of Industry, announced a five-year plan for the Syrian Region. In spite of the fact that a
Syrian ministry had been created for this purpose in July 1959, Syrian notables and experts were
not consulted before the issuance of the plan.”80 Events like this one made the Syrians believe
that the Egyptians were keeping secrets from them, which was most likely true. To combat this
problem, a direct line was installed between Cairo and Damascus, but not until much later.
Fearing local rule and popular revolution, Nasser developed a brilliant plan to silence strong
Syrian leaders. Politically inclined officers and nationalistic Syrians (especially former Baathists)
were often transferred to Cairo and given jobs that minimized their influence over UAR policy.
If not to Cairo, they were transferred to regions of Syria where they would do the least amount of
damage to Nasser’s intense centralization.81 The Egyptians were aware of Syrian complaints,
but, rather than address them, Nasser attempted to explain and rationalize them. Figure 7
illustrates the Syrian frustration with the arrogant Egyptian response.
The Syrian-Egyptian rift was furthered by each side’s perception of the other. Egyptians
viewed the Syrians as poor, oppressed, unenlightened masses. Nasser himself reflected on this in
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Syrian Claims

Egyptian Response

Egypt is using Syria as place to send their professionals so Egypt has many professionals they could be using in
the unemployment in Egypt is kept low, but this is causing Egypt, but we are sending them to Syria because Syria
widespread unemployment in Syria.
needs them, especially in petroleum development.
Egyptian officers have reduced the Syrian Army to
nothing; Syria is under Egyptian military rule.

Damascus sits only 60 km from the Israeli border. The
Syrian Army was mired with infighting, so Egyptian
officers were sent to strengthen the Syrian Army.

Syrian officers are being exiled Egypt and replaced with
Egyptian officers.

There are few military academies in Syria, so the Syrian
officers are being sent to Egypt for training.

Mahmoud Riad is the “Egyptian High Commissioner in
Syria,” not an ambassador.

Mahmoud Riad was the Egyptian ambassador to Syria
prior to the UAR, and he stayed on the staff there for a
period of time after the Union was formed.

Field Marshal Abdel Hakim Amer82 is the King's
representative in Syria

Field Marshal Hakim Amer was sent to straighten things
out in Damascus (He truly was Nasser's representative in
Syria).

Figure 7 – Syrian Complaints and Egyptian Responses

1961 saying, “We committed a grave mistake, no less than the dangerous illusion wherein we
lost ourselves. This mistake was the insufficiency of the popular organization… We did not exert
sufficient effort to awaken the people to their rights and the latent energies protecting these
rights….”83 As seen in his administration, Nasser and the Egyptians believed that the Syrians did
not understand the values of Arab Nationalism; thus, any discontent toward the UAR was
interpreted as sheer ignorance. On the Syrian side, Aflaq expressed a different perspective on the
matter: “The level of consciousness among the majority of the people and popular movements in
the two countries lacked maturity and order. Many people entered these unity movements for
parochial reasons, without willingness to bear the full burden and responsibility. This attitude
encouraged deviation. This weakness in the level of consciousness was especially evident in the
Egyptian Region.”84 To Aflaq and the Baathists (who initially supported the union with Egypt),
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both sides had murky motives in entering union in the first place and the illusion about these
motives still persisted in Egypt, but the Syrians had awoken to the reality of union.
Finally, the relentless pursuit of ideological ends, even at the expense of economic
prosperity, pushed the Syrians to the edge. In 1958, Nasser forced the Syrian border with
Hashemite Iraq and Jordan to close, cutting off historically vital trade networks for the Syrian
economy.85 Another economically limiting factor was the restriction imposed on travel. This was
done with the intent to “keep both financial and human assets within the country and hold down
the movements of ‘unhealthy elements in society.’”86 There were unintended effects of these
restrictions, however. Many wealthy Syrians left the country illegally and those living abroad did
not return home, resulting in a lack of skilled labor and economic resources and thus stagnating
the Syrian economy and economic development.87 The proverbial final straw for the Syrians
came as two measures imposed in 1961. First, the currency regulations in February, which
prohibited the export and investment of currency in foreign banks. Second, and the more drastic,
were the July “Socialist Decrees,” whereby Nasser nationalized firms in both Egypt and Syria
and became more directly involved in the economy. The following month, the regional councils
were abolished and the UAR government became even more centralized around Nasser and the
Egyptians.88
Between August and October 1961, the columns that held up the United Arab Republic
crumbled one by one. First, in late September, al-Sarraj, perhaps the only Syrian Nasser fully
trusted, resigned his post as Vice President of the Republic for the Interior.89 One can assume
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that al-Sarraj, who was criticized by both Egyptians and Syrians for his harsh security measures,
became disillusioned with his position and the UAR. Therefore, his administration of the Syrian
region may have been neglected in the last part of his tenure. Two days after the resignation, on
September 28, the coup had begun. Army units rebelled and arrested prominent Egyptian
officials in Syria, including Field Marshall Abdel Hakim Amer, whom the Syrian had despised
since his arrival in Damascus.90 Upon seizing the broadcasting station in the capital, the Syrians
made several statements, with one including terms through which they would rejoin the UAR;
Nasser, ideologically slighted, refused. “What happened today,” he said, “should not be subject
to bargaining or compromise…. We cannot bargain our Arabism or nationalism. Should we thus
bargain we would then be signing the document of slavery of this Republic.”91 Nasser dispatched
troops, but quickly recalled them. The great Arab Nationalist had accepted reality: the United
Arab Republic was dead.
By 1962, the Arab World looked much like it did in 1957, with Egypt, Syria, Iraq, and
Jordan once again four separate and autonomous states. While it is easy to vilify inept and
opportunistic politicians for the demise of the Pan-Arab project, a closer analysis reveals the
branches of the Pan-Arab tree bore different fruit. The ultimate demise of Pan-Arab Nationalism
lies in the variety of its definitions. To Nasser and the Syrian Ba’athists, Arab Nationalism was
the ultimate means through which to (1) rid the region of Western imperialism and (2) reunify all
Arabs under one, secular, strong state that could be used to defeat the Zionists and all other
regional enemies. This secular Pan-Arabism was similar to that laid out by Jurji Zaidan. To
conservatives like the Hashemite Kings, the purpose of Pan-Arabism was political in terms of
defense and economics, but also cultural. The Hashemites’ legacy as the descendants of the
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Prophet and the successors of the great Hussein Ibn Ali (the self-proclaimed King of the Arabs)
legitimized them as the true inheritors of a Pan-Arab state, if one was to be created at all. The
fusion of cultural, religious, and historical values with the political benefits of Arab unity are
more representative of Rifa’a Rafi’ al-Tahtawi’s philosophy of Arab Nationalism.
Finally, disconnect between elites and their people ultimately led to the collapse of the
Pan-Arab unions. Syrians suffered under Nasser’s thumb because the ideologically motivated
Ba’athists and politically fearful officers in the Syrian Army rushed into a union with Egypt on
Egypt’s terms. The Syrian people never consented to such a union and thus became restless
alongside the Ba’athists and the army. In the Arab Federation, Iraqis and Palestinians opposed
the current state of affairs involving Israel and the West. Rather than responding and
jeopardizing their own political positions, Hussein and Faisal (at the prompting of ‘Abd al-Ilah
and Nuri al-Said) created a union in pursuit of stability and common defense. Yet, in the end, the
nationalists would not be suppressed, resulting in an attempted coup in Jordan, a successful coup
in Iraq, and the murder of the Iraqi Hashemites.
Who is the Nation? Pan-Arabism, Arab Nationalism, and their Successors since 1961
The Decline of Nasser
With the collapse of the United Arab Republic, Nasser’s popularity throughout the Arab
world began to crumble. To Nasser, late 1961 and early 1962 looked bleak: Qasim still rejected
any sort of union or close relations between Iraq and Nasser, the collapse of the Arab Federation
ended the “enemy of my enemy” with Saudi Arabia, and his former Ba’ath allies in Syria now
resented him. However, the ever-cunning ideologue would not let the sun set on his mission.
That year, Nasser convened the National Congress of Popular Forces to revise the National
Charter, a move met with widespread praise in Egypt. Its outcome was Egypt’s new political
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party, the Arab Socialist Union, and sweeping reforms promoting workers’ participation in
government and overseeing nationalized corporations. Such reforms made Egypt look
progressive, with the first worker and first woman serving in the cabinet in national history.92
Most importantly, Nasser redefined the goals for his revolutionary Arab Nationalism under the
new slogan “unity of goals, not unity of ranks.”93 Rather than seek political union with the
Arabs, Nasser now sought to establish like-minded governments across the region which would
cooperate in pursuit of common Arab interests.
With the revised aim of Arab Nationalism, Nasser began to make a comeback in 19621963. Algerian independence and President Ahmad Ben Bella’s endorsement of Nasser and all
other revolutionary Arab causes was the first showing of a possible new regional order. Another
sign was the military revolution in North Yemen, which seemingly toppled the Imamate
monarchy. However, the imam and his followers fled to the hills, setting the stage for the fiveyear North Yemen Civil War, in which Nasser supported the revolutionary officers and Saudi
Arabia supported the ousted monarchy. Finally, in 1963, the Qasim government was ousted by a
pro-Nasserist Ba’athist coup led, once again, by General Arif. The Iraqi coup was immediately
followed by a similar coup in Syria, where Ba’athists overthrew the government there.
Immediately, Iraq, Syria, and Egypt began negotiations for a new “organic” United Arab
Republic, but disagreements between Syrian Ba’athists and Nasser derailed the project. 94
Nasser once again resumed his position the leader of a transnational Arab Nationalist
movement. However, destabilization was on the horizon. According to Nabil Fahmy, former
Egyptian Minister of Foreign Affairs (2013-2014) and current Dean of the School of Global
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Affairs and Public Policy at the American University of Cairo, the Six Day War with Israel
marked the death knell for Arab Nationalism and Nasser in the region. On June 5, 1967, Israel
launched a surprise attack on Egypt. While the Egyptians initially believed that the tide of war
was in their favor, later that day it became evident that Israel was the superior military power,
“To our shock and dismay, victory was not to be ours” noted Nabil Fahmy.95 By the end of the
1967 War, Israel had taken over the Sinai Peninsula, the Gaza Strip, the Old City of Jerusalem,
the West Bank, and the Golan Heights. Overall, the Six-Day War was an even greater defeat for
the Arabs than the 1948 War. Fahmy reflected on the political implications of Egypt’s loss: “The
Egyptian society lost confidence in its leadership, as did the Arab world in general. Nasser was
discredited and the country’s political stature in the region was diminished… The political
momentum behind Pan-Arabism was the first causality of this humiliating defeat… the
devastating Arab defeat in 1967 had systemic ramifications for the Arab regional political
paradigm, expediating the ending the ambitious short-lived call for Arab nationalism.”96
The rise of more popular national actors contributed to the decline of Nasser and Arab
Nationalism. These actors built upon the nationalist ideologies of Nasser, but stopped short of
crediting the Egyptian premier, especially in the aftermath of the 1967 war. In 1964, with
Nasser’s encouragement, delegates met in Jerusalem to form the Palestinian Liberation
Organization (PLO).97 The leader of the PLO, Yasser Arafat, would become a key political
player, both regionally and internationally. A Palestinian-born, Egyptian army veteran of the
1956 Suez War, Arafat was a political activist in Palestine all his life. In 1959, he left Egypt and
founded Fatah, an organization dedicated to the struggle for a Palestinian homeland, as Arafat
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Figure 8 – 1970 Meeting in Cairo of Arab Leaders. From left to right:
Muammar al-Qaddafi (Libya), Yasser Arafat (Palestine), Jaafar
Nimeiri (Sudan), Gamal Abdel Nasser (Egypt), King Feisal al-Saud
(Saudi Arabia), and Sheikh Sabah al-Salim al-Sabah (Kuwait)
Source: “In Pictures: Gaddafi's Reign,” Al Jazeera (October 20, 2011)

believed the Palestinians could no longer wait on the other Arab states to liberate them. Because
of his popularity, Arafat and his comrades combined Fatah and other similar organizations into
the PLO.98 Following 1967, it became obvious Nasser was no longer a hero the Palestinians
could rely on – thus, Arafat filled the needed void for a national hero. In neighboring Libya,
Muammar al-Qaddafi, a young officer inspired by Nasser, and his free officers staged a coup that
overthrew the moderate King Idris in 1969. The colonel quickly gained the attention of the world
as an articulate, impulsive, and devout Arab leader, eventually quickly replacing Nasser as the
champion for militant Arab Nationalism after Nasser’s death from a heart attack in 1970.99
Qaddafi was also a firm believer in Pan-Arabism proposing a Egyptian-Libyan-Sudanese Union
in 1969-1970 (the offer was rejected by both Egypt and Sudan), but he united Egypt, Syria, and
Libya under the short-lived “Federation of Arab Republics” in 1971.100 Despite his admiration of
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Nasser, Qaddafi would become more popular to the new generation of Arab revolutionaries than
the recently-passed Egyptian. Finally, the Ba’athists in Iraq and Syria – while quarreling with
each other – became the nationalist heroes in their own states. In Iraq, another Ba’athist splinter
group had ousted Iraqi Republic President Abd al-Rahman Arif in a bloodless coup led by
Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr and Saddam Hussein, who would become President and Vice-President
of Ba’athist Iraq, respectfully. In Syria, Hafez al-Assad would lead a successful Ba’athist coup in
1970, using the 1967 defeat to rally popular support.101 These Arab strongmen would follow the
example set by Nasser, but ultimately replace him within their own states.
The Rise of Political Islam and Pan-Islamism
By the time of the UAR and the Arab Federation collapsed, a contemporary political idea
was gaining steam in the region rivaling the secular nature of Arab Nationalism – Islamism. Yet,
the Islamism that emerged was not at all like the idea first penned by Al-Afghani in the
nineteenth century. Modern Islamism was much more political in its approach to social reform.
While Islamism was not a new idea in the Islamic World, it began to enter the political zeitgeist
following the decline of the Arab Nationalism. Nasser’s successor, Anwar Sadat – Nasser’s
Vice-President and close confidant – attempted to continue the nationalist legacy of his
predecessor, but ultimately liberalized some of the more oppressive elements of Nasser’s rule.
Perhaps the largest first sign of this liberalization was the release of several members of the
Muslim Brotherhood in the early 1970s, an Islamist political organization that Nasser had
outlawed early in his presidency. Sadat allowed the reemergence of the Muslim Brotherhood
because he believed it would be a source of political and social conservativism in Egypt. He even
included an article in the 1971 Constitution stating, “the principles of Shari’a are the main source
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of legislation.”102 Such an article would have been unheard of under Nasser’s secular Arab
Nationalism. The Brotherhood – an organization that had existed in Egypt since the 1930s –
faced an ideological transition in the 1960s under the leadership of Sayyid Qutb. Under Qutb and
after his execution by Nasser in 1966, the organization began to advocate an Islamic society on
the grounds that Muslims would never be free until they live directly under the authority of God
and the Qur’an. In effect, the Brotherhood undertook a religious revision of secular Arab
Nationalism.103 From Egypt, political Islamist organizations would grow across the Muslim
World – from Morocco to Indonesia. Finally, the growth of these organizations and the 1979
Islamic Revolution in Iran set the stage for the next great political paradigm shift in the Arab
World at the end of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first century.
Transnational Organizations: New Pan-Arab Frontiers
While unions between states have not formally existed since 1961, there have been
developments in transnational organizations within the region to foster cooperation and stability.
The oldest among these is the aforementioned Arab League, formed in 1945 with eight original
members. Today, the League has expanded to twenty-two member states – expanding into North,
East, and West Africa.104 The Arab League’s expansion and modern operations is a vestige of
Pan-Arab philosophy. The original intent of the organization was to provide coordination toward
common interests in a postcolonial Arab World. During the Arab Spring, the League came under
both praise and criticism for two controversial actions. First, the Arab League supported the
ousting of Qaddafi in Libya; some praised the member states for opposing a known tyrant guilty
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of human rights abuses, while others claimed it undermined the League’s mission by supporting
a revolution within a member state. The second was the suspension of Syria’s membership as a
result of Assad’s repression of nationwide protests – an action that was widely supported.
However, critics pointed out that the fumbled diplomatic mission and split response over the
Islamic State’s rise to power once again exposed the regional weakness of the League.105 As
many political scientists have observed, the Arab League is beleaguered by the same issues as
the old Arab unions: internal disagreements and rivalries that manifest into roadblocks to
regional cooperation.
An offshoot of Pan-Arab ideology – Pan-Islamism – also has an international
organization: the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC). According to its own informational
material, the OIC “is the second largest organization after the United Nations with a membership
of 57 states spread over four continents…,” with a mission of acting as “the collective voice of
the Muslim world. It endeavors to safeguard and protect the interests of the Muslim world in the
spirit of promoting international peace and harmony among various people of the world.”106 The
OIC is a more recent international organization, only having formed on September 25, 1969
following a summit in Rabat, Morocco to address the August 1969 Al-Aqsa Mosque arson.107
The organization is also broken down into a robust secretariat that has determined to meet an
agenda of goals for the global Muslim community called “OIC-2025”. The agenda includes
eighteen priority areas, including “Peace and Security, Palestine and Al-Quds, Poverty
Alleviation, Counter-terrorism, Investment and Finance, Food Security, Science and Technology,
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Figure 9 – The Organization of Islamic Cooperation Secretariat
Image Source: Wikimedia Commons

Climate Change and Sustainability, Moderation, Culture and Interfaith Harmony, Empowerment
of Women, Joint Islamic Humanitarian Action, Human Rights and Good Governance,” and
more.108 Like the Arab League, the group has also suspended Syria’s membership due to the
ongoing civil war and Assad’s human rights abuses. Arguably, the OIC has been more successful
internationally than the Arab League, often partnering with the United Nations on human rights,
refugees, and other issues. Yet, it is still mired by similar issues – namely, infighting amongst
member states. Since the late twentieth century, the Sunni-Shi’a divide has become a large
barrier to progress in the OIC.
Finally, a smaller microcosm of regional unity is the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC).
The GCC (headquartered in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia) was created by the signing of its charter in
Abu Dhabi on May 25, 1981 by six states: the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia,
Oman, Qatar, and Kuwait. According to its charter, the purpose of the GCC is:
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To effect coordination, integration and inter-connection between Member States
in all fields in order to achieve unity between them. To deepen and strengthen
relations, links and areas of cooperation now prevailing between their peoples in
various fields. To formulate similar regulations in various fields including the
following: Economic and financial affairs, Commerce, customs and
communications, Education and culture. To stimulate scientific and technological
progress in the fields of industry, mining, agriculture, water and animal resources;
to establish scientific research; to establish joint ventures and encourage
cooperation by the private sector for the good of their peoples.109
The GCC has been relatively successful in fulfilling its mission and seemed to be cooperating
harmoniously, until 2017. In September, a historic rift between Saudi Arabia and the UAE on
one side and Qatar on the other manifested into the Saudi-led GCC blockade of Qatar. The
regional rivalry had become worse in recent years due to Qatar’s friendly relationship with the
Islamic Republic of Iran and its support for Islamist organizations, most notably the Muslim
Brotherhood, throughout and following the 2011 Arab Spring. The blockade lasted nearly four
years until Kuwait, a mediating force in the GCC supported by the United States, brokered a deal
between Saudi Arabia and Qatar to end the blockade and reopen all borders between the two on
January 4-5, 2021.110 Despite, the resolution, the GCC still must deal with the fallout of internal
division between the Saudi-UAE-Bahrain alliance, Qatar, and neutral members Kuwait and
Oman. Such “pan-Gulfism” – as this could be termed – has thus gone the way of similar uniting
philosophies.
Much like the Arab unions of Nasser and the Hashemites, transnational cooperation of
the Arab states has been obstructed by realist states acting in their own self-interest; often
working to intensify a rivalry or gain regional supremacy, rather than toward multilateral
progress.
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Conclusion
In the end, historians and political scientists are left with the imposing question: was PanArabism ever possible, or was it merely an unattainable aspiration by ambitious heads of state
and political philosophers? This study attempted to answer that question by examining the
United Arab Republic and the Arab Federation as case studies on Arab Nationalism and PanArab Unity. Nasser and the United Arab Republic created a stable state based on secular
principles of Arab identity and anti-imperialist foreign policy. On the other side of the Sinai and
Jordan River, the Hashemite Kings in Iraq and Jordan formed a reactionary union – The Arab
Federation – rooted in their common heritage as the descendants of the Prophet and Hussein ibn
Ali, thus believing themselves to be the true inheritors of Arabism, and that Nasser’s philosophy
was a bastardization of ideas of the Great Arab Revolt. However, by 1961, four independent
states once again existed in the region and Iraq had lost its Hashemite monarchy. In the
succeeding years, Arab Nationalism took a different form as Nasser had become internationally
disgraced by his defeat in the 1967 war with Israel. Subsequently, individual leaders in their own
states took up the banner of a local nationalism based on Nasser’s original principles. While
Qaddafi attempted to revive the idea of a Pan-Arab state, it became clear that any aspirations for
such a union had died with Nasser. Even the last vestiges of Pan-Arab philosophy – transnational
organizations like the Arab League, the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, and the Gulf
Cooperation Council – have become steeped in the same political issues of the UAR and the
Arab Federation: internal disagreements and rivalries standing in the way of true cooperation.
Orientalist scholars and observers of an earlier era claimed that Arab unity was never possible
because the overlapping identities of individual Arab populations would prevent the Arabs from
seeing themselves as one cohesive nation. Yet, as this thesis has argued, it was opportunistic and
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Figure 10 – The Restored Royal Baghdad Cemetery (2021)
Image Source: Sinan Mahmoud, “Iraq Renovates Baghdad's Royal
Cemetery before King Abdullah Visit,” The National (March 26,
2021)

ideological statesmen who stood in the way of Arab unity during the twentieth century. Today,
national identities have become historically engrained in local populations, practically ending
any hopes of Arab unity in the future.
During his tenure in Iraqi politics, Saddam Hussein became fascinated with King Faisal
II. During his presidency, Saddam restored the Royal Mausoleum in Baghdad and rebury Faisal
II next to his father, the also short-lived Ghazi I, and grandfather, Faisal I.111 More recently, the
mausoleum was renovated prior to a 2021 visit by King Abdullah II, first cousin once removed
of Faisal II, who was in Baghdad for an energy conference between Jordan, Iraq, and Egypt. The
new renovations pay homage to the historical connection between Iraq and Jordan, with both
national flags flanking the outer gates and the entrance to the tomb.112 Nearly sixty-three years
later, the violence of July 14, 1958 is finally being reckoned with in Iraq’s historical memory.

Suadad Al-Salhy and Jonathan Lessware, “60 Years on, Iraqis Reflect on the Coup That Killed King Faisal II,”
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